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4. Tracing The Fairytale: Explicit Athar

Mentioning “The Black Container”

There are Sunni reports which allege that Imam ‘Ali, ‘alaihi al-salam, called someone — or perhaps each
of a set of people - “the black container”. We have quoted one of such riwayat in the last chapter. We

will here proceed to examine all the other existing Sunni riwayat on “the black container”.

Ibn Asakir (d. 571 H) records:
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Abu al-Qasim Yahya b. Batriq b. Bushra and Abu Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Karim b. Hamzah — Abu al-
Hasan b. Makki — Abu al-Qasim al-Muammal b. Ahmad b. Muhammad al-Shaybani — Yahya b.
Muhammad b. Sa’id — Bundar — Muhammad b. Ja’far — Shu’bah — Salamah — Zayd b. Wahb:

‘Ali said, “What do | have to do with this black container?”
And Yahya b. Muhammad — Bundar — Muhammad b. Ja’far — Shu’bah — Salamah — Abu al-Za'ra:
‘Ali, ‘alaihi al-salam, said: “What do | have to do with this black container?”1

These ones are even more redundant than the previous one. No information whatsoever is given on the
“black container”. Who was he? What did he do? Nothing! Absolutely nothing! If we connected them with
the other report, then we would have the identity of the “black container” as simply /bn al-Sawda and his

crime as telling lies upon Allah and His Messenger, sallallahu ‘alaihi wa alihi. But, who was that even?!
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The final Sunni riwayah on the “black container” is this one, reported by Imam Ibn Abi Khaythamah (d.
279 H):
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‘Amr b. Marzuq — Shu’bah — Salamah b. Kuhayl — Zayd b. Wahb:

‘Ali said, “/What do | have to do] with this black container?”. He meant ‘Abd Allah b. Saba and he
used to attack Abu Bakr and ‘Umar.

That was how he said: from Salamah from Zayd b. Wahb.2

Imam lbn Asakir also reports:
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Abu Muhammad b. Tawus and Abu Ya’la Hamzah b. al-Hasan b. al-Mufarraj — Abu al-Qasim b. Abi al-
‘Ala — Abu Muhammad b. Abi Nasr — Khaythamah b. Sulayman — Ahmad b. Zuhayr b. Harb — ‘Amr b.
Marzuq — Shu’bah — Salamah b. Kuhayl — Zayd:

‘Ali b. Abi Talib said, “What do | have to do with this black container?”. He meant ‘Abd Allah b. Saba
and he used to attack Abu Bakr and ‘Umar.3

This report has some serious problems. First and foremost, it is mudraj (interpolated). The sentence “He
meant ‘Abd Allah b. Saba and he used to attack Abu Bakr and ‘Umar” was inserted by a narrator, and
we have no explicit proof of who it was. It could have been any of the narrators from Amr b. Marzuq to
Zayd b. Wahb. With no solid evidence to pinpoint a particular narrator as the source of the interpolation,
it is impossible to rely upon it as an eye-witness testimony. So, that identification is dha’if.

Meanwhile, we have already seen the version of the athar transmitted by Muhammad b. Ja’far from
Shu’bah from Salamah from Zayd. It does NOT contain the last phrase above, identifying the “black
container” explicitly as ‘Abd Allah b. Saba, and explaining his lies upon Allah and His Messenger as his
attacks on Abu Bakr and ‘Umar! Therefore, neither Shu’bah, nor Salamah, nor Zayd, was the source of
that addition. Rather, the only possible origin of that interpolation was ‘Amr b. Marzug. This then rightly



leads to the conclusion that the idraj is NOT an eye-witness account. By contrast, it was made by
someone who was disconnected from the reported incident by about one century! That confirms its

invalidity.

Moreover, ‘Amr b. Marzuq in the chain is dha’if. Al-Hafiz (d. 852 H) says about him:
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‘Amr b. Marzugq al-Bahili, Abu ‘Uthman al-Basri: Sulayman b. Harb and Ahmad b. Hanbal extolled him;
and Yahya b. Ma’in said, “Thigah (trustworthy), reliable” and Ibn Sa’d declared him thigah (trustworthy).
As for ‘Ali b. al-Madini, he used to say, “Reject his ahadith™ Al-Qawariri also said, “Yahya b. Sa’id
was not pleased with ‘Amr b. Marzuq”. Al-Saiji said, “Abu al-Walid used to criticize him”. Both Ibn
‘Ammar and al-‘ljli said, “He is nothing”. And al-Daraqutni said, “He hallucinated A LOT".

| say: al-Bukhari has not narrated from him in his Sahih except two hadiths only. One of them is his
hadith from Shu’bah, from ‘Amr b. Marrah, from ‘Urwah, from Abu Musa concerning the merit of ‘Aishah,
and with him, it is with him through the mutaba’at of Adam b. Abi lyas, Ghandar and others from
Shu’bah. In his second hadith from Shu’bah from Ibn Abi Bakr from Anas concerning that a/-Kabair, he
is conjoined (in the chain) with ‘Abd al-Samad from Shu’bah, with him (i.e. al-Bukhari). So, it becomes
clear that he did NOT narrate from him as a hujjah (proof), and Allah knows best.4

If a narrator is thigah (trustworthy), but hallucinates a /ot, then his uncorroborated reports are dha’if. No
wonder, al-Bukhari (d. 256 H) did not accept ‘Amr b. Marzuq as a hujjah, and only conjoined him with
others from Shu’bah in the chains. Therefore, the above chain of ‘Amr b. Marzug — in which he has

stood alone without support — is dha'if.
However, some of our Sunni brothers attempt to defend ‘Amr by quoting these further submissions of al-

Hafiz:
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Abu Zur’ah said: | heard Ahmad b. Hanbal and | said to him that ‘Ali b. al-Madini criticized ‘Amr b.
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Marzug. He said, “ ‘Amr is a righteous man. | do not know what ‘Ali says” ... Abu Zur’ah said: | also
heard Sulayman b. Harb and he mentioned ‘Amr b. Marzuq and said, “He came with what they did not
have. So, they envied him.” Al-Fadhl b. Ziyad said: Abu ‘Ubayd Allah al-Hadani asked about him from
Ahmad b. Hanbal and he said, “Trustworthy, reliable. We investigated what whas said about him, and

we did not find any basis for it.”5

Then, our opponents claim through these that all the criticisms against ‘Amr were due to envy! However,
this line of argument does not offer much help to our Sunni brothers. Sulayman b. Harb (d. 224 H) and
Ahmad b. Hanbal (d. 241 H) were obviously referring to the contemporaries of ‘Amr in their objections. It
is possible that some of those people were indeed influenced by envy in their castigation of him. It is
equally possible that Sulayman and Ahmad were heavily biased in favour of him, or were both unable to
conduct sufficient probes to determine the truth about him. In any case, what we primarily rely upon
against him is from Imam al-Daraqutni (d. 385 H) and Imam al-Hakim (d. 403 H), later scholars who
apparently had investigated his reports and had then drawn their conclusions. Obviously, the charge of
envy does not affect the duo. Al-Hafiz submits about ‘Amr:
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lbn ‘Ammar al-Mawsili said: “He is nothing.” Al-‘ljli said, “ ‘Amr b. Marzuq Basri is dha’if. He narrated
from Shu’bah. He was nothing. Al-Hakim narrated that al-Daraqutni said: “Very truthful. He
hallucinated A LOT.” And al-Hakim said, “He had a defective memory.”6

Certainly, the reports of a narrator like this are dha’if, without doubt! Most importantly, the criticisms

against him are “explained”. Therefore, they take precedence over any praise of him.
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